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Digital Equity is an Environmental Justice Issue
Digital equity has evolved into a more critical area of focus due to the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the existing digital divide, or the
divide that exists between those who have access to the internet and those that do not, by moving
many important services and resources online to reduce the spread of the virus. This shift has
created more challenges for communities who either lack or have inadequate access to the
internet. Furthermore, it is likely that internet utilization will only increase as we continue to
recognize its capabilities. A lack of or inadequate access to the internet has implications for
access to social justice issues, including environmental justice. This paper explores current
literature, policy, and discourse related to digital equity in the United States, making the case that
it is an environmental justice issue and advocating for comprehensive access to household
broadband internet. To achieve digital equity in the context of promoting environmental justice,
it is important to critically review policy related to digital equity, advocate for policies that
improve digital equity, establish digital equity as a social determinant of health, and ensure
communities are able to access the internet, afford the internet, and have the digital literacy skills
necessary to navigate it safely and effectively. Establishing digital equity as an environmental
justice issue allows the potential of the internet to be realized as a platform in which information
exchange and communication can occur to advance environmental justice.
Introduction
The digital divide, which is defined as disparities in access to the internet (Schweitzer,
2015), has existed since the inception of the internet with unequal access existing across
population sub-groups. The digital divide is of particular relevance currently due to the novel
coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, which has resulted in the transition of essential resources
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and services to online platforms to a greater degree than ever before (Early & Hernandez, 2021).
Furthermore, digital inequity has implications for access to social justice.
The primary purpose of this paper is to focus specifically on environmental justice (EJ)
and demonstrate that digital equity is an EJ issue. The secondary purpose of this paper is to
identify meaningful ways to address the digital divide with the goal of promoting EJ. Although
this issue transcends international borders, this paper will focus on the United States (US) with a
particular emphasis on Black and lower income communities who are disproportionately and
cumulatively impacted by digital inequities and environmental injustices (Breville, 2017;
Cushing et al., 2015; Mikati et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2021; Varshavsky et al., 2016).
This paper will establish recommendations based upon current literature, policy, and
publicly available discourse around how to achieve digital equity in the context of promoting EJ
through establishing digital equity as an EJ issue, advocating for the passage of the Affordable,
Accessible Internet for All Act (H.R. 1783), engaging key stakeholders around this issue, and
establishing digital equity as a social determinant of health. Realizing digital equity will,
ultimately, allow for the internet to be used as a meaningful tool to address environmental
injustices and improve environmental health.
Background & Literature Review
Digital equity is defined as “… a condition in which all individuals and communities
have the information technology capacity needed for full participation in our society, democracy,
and economy” (National Digital Inclusion Alliance, n.d.). Although the importance of digital
equity has been established, data from February 2021 indicated only 77% of individuals in the
US have household broadband internet access (Pew Research Center, 2021), resulting in about
28,000,000 US households who remain disconnected (United States Census Bureau, 2019).
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However, this data does not provide insight into internet speeds nor individual levels of
digital literacy, both of which can be barriers to accessing the internet (Benda et al., 2020; Early
& Bustillos, 2018; Early & Hernandez, 2021). The Federal Communications Commission (FCC),
the national agency responsible for regulating communications, similarly collects data that does
not capture comprehensive levels of access – a major critique of the information used by the
FCC to make regulatory decisions (Early & Hernandez, 2021). Given this critique, the FCC has
recently taken steps to capture more robust data that reflects true broadband internet access, with
one recent example in 2021 of the agency modifying reporting requirements (Federal
Communications Commission, 2021a).
Additionally, although progress has been made around increasing public Wi-Fi
availability and internet access via mobile devices, these methods are insufficient in achieving
digital equity. For example, there are valid security concerns when using public Wi-Fi and
financial barriers around using mobile devices for internet access (Collins et al., 2014; Sieck et
al., 2021). Due to these numerous issues, it is imperative that every individual have access to
affordable household broadband internet.
Beyond access to services and information, the internet also holds potential to encourage
civic engagement to address social justice issues. The internet has been highlighted as a tool by
which to facilitate work around “social movement networking and public opinion influence”
(Slatin, 2020). Civic participation like this ultimately enhances the capacity to move from
research to action and impact policy (English et al., 2018).
There are also examples of using the internet as an effective method for civic
engagement. In Tallahassee, Florida, a biomass site was permitted to begin construction and
operations based on regional air quality standards, However, when the community reviewed the
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proposal, they recognized establishing this site would have overwhelmingly negative
environmental impacts, prompting community constituents to successfully advocate against the
construction of this plant using GPS, cameras, and Google Earth (Jordan et al., 2011). At an
international level, the internet has become a key tool in China to promote the work of
Environmental Non-Governmental Organizations (ENGOs), allowing for more collaborative
efforts not limited by geographic location (Liu, 2011).
Furthermore, a priority area in efforts to achieve social justice is addressing EJ, which is
defined by the US Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA) as “the fair treatment and
meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, with
respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws,
regulations, and policies” (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2021). This indicates
that lack of or inadequate internet access is out of alignment with the US EPA’s EJ goal of
meaningful involvement of all people if it is a barrier to effective participation in platforms
through which information exchange and communications occur.
Several governmental agencies, including the US EPA, have made efforts to increase
transparency and engage communities around exposures to toxic environmental hazards through
free and publicly available resources on the internet including the US EPA’s Toxic Release
Inventory (TRI) (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2019), the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) Environmental Health Tracking (CDC, 2020), and the US EPA’s
EJ Screening and Mapping Tool (United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2020).
Although these resources are theoretically accessible by a mobile device capable of connecting
to the internet, it is 1) challenging to run queries and review data presented on a mobile device,
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limiting one’s ability to adequately collect information using these resources and 2)
presumptuous to assume that one has the financial means to use cellular data in this way.
There are also sociodemographic characteristics rooted in structural racism that increase
one’s risk of experiencing environmental injustices and digital inequities in the US. Access to
and utilization of the internet is disproportionately lower in low income communities as well as
for individuals who identify as Black, Indigenous, and/or Hispanic/Latinx (Anderson & Kumar,
2019; Howard & Morris, 2019; Jain et al., 2021; Ong, 2020). This is confirmed by the Pew
Research Center, where data shows 80% of White individuals, 71% of Black individuals, and
65% of Hispanic individuals have access to household broadband internet; and 92% individuals
with an annual household income of $75,000 compared to 57% individuals with an annual
household income of less than $30,000 have access to household broadband internet (Pew
Research Center, 2021). Communities of color and low-income communities are also
disproportionately impacted by environmental injustices in the US (Breville, 2017; Cushing et
al., 2015; Mikati et al., 2018; Varshavsky et al., 2016). There is, therefore, a cumulative impact
of digital inequities and environmental injustices for these populations.
The digital divide we experience as a country exists due to financial barriers, lack of clear
incentives on the part of internet service providers (ISPs) in terms of laying down necessary
infrastructure for internet connections particularly in rural locations, and lack of digital literacy
(Collins et al., 2014; Early & Bustillos, 2018). For purposes of this paper, the focus of the digital
divide will be on access in four areas: 1) existence of the necessary infrastructure (e.g., fiber,
cables) to connect a household to the internet; 2) ability of a household to pay for broadband
internet and related devices (e.g., laptops, computers, tablets); 3) adequacy of internet speeds to
access information and services; 4) ability of the household to understand the information
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presented on the internet (e.g., Is the information presented at the correct literacy level? Is the
information provided in a language that the population being prioritized understands? Can the
population being prioritized navigate the internet?).
The digital divide has become a relevant topic of conversation over the past year (20202021) with the novel COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, access to critical resources moved
online to greater degree than ever before (Early & Hernandez, 2021), leading many to position
broadband internet as a social determinant of health (Benda et al., 2020; Fridsma, 2017), and
even a “super determinant of health” that allows for access to healthcare services and community
conversations (Bauerly et al., 2019; Sieck et al., 2021). Furthermore, the internet has been
established as a source of health information, with many indicating they prefer conducting
research on the internet about health information over connecting with a health professional or,
alternatively, will utilize the internet to connect with a health professional (Ali-Hassan et al.,
2020; Haluza et al., 2017; Scanlan, 2021).
Considering the implications of bolstering EJ efforts using the internet in terms of
reducing mortality, the World Health Organization (WHO) estimated in 2016 that 12.6 million
deaths worldwide were linked to dangerous environmental exposures (Neira & Prüss-Ustün,
2016). Recognizing the harms caused by exposures to toxic environmental contaminants and the
disparities in these exposures, addressing EJ has been established as a priority both for the Biden
Administration and, accordingly, the US EPA (Biden, 2021; EPA Press Office, 2021).
Prioritizing EJ work is also a cost effective effort, with a 2015 report indicating that a
reduction in exposures to environmental hazards could save just the state of California $250
million annually (California Environmental Health Tracking Program, 2015). Furthermore,
beyond its abilities to connect people to necessary information and services, leveraging the
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internet to engage communities can drive down administrative costs of outreach and provide a
platform to hold free, publicly available resources about environmental health (Collins et al.,
2014; English et al., 2018). These capabilities are beneficial to researchers and organizations
working in the EJ field. Additionally, increasing access to the internet has positive economic
implications – it can increase opportunities for business, provide upward job mobility, expand
healthcare opportunities, and drive down healthcare costs (Haderlie & Weiss, 2015).
Efforts have been made in the US to address digital inequity. The Emergency Broadband
Program established by the FCC has helped many individuals connect to the internet during the
COVID-19 pandemic by reducing financial barriers (Federal Communications Commission,
2021b). There have also been efforts at a community level - one such example is the Yakima
Valley Broadband Action Team (BAT), an organization in Yakima, Washington, that recognized
the potential for household broadband internet access to facilitate access to education, healthcare,
and social justice. The Yakima Valley BAT promoted an internet speed test and developed a
needs assessment to better understand community assets and resource gaps as they related to
broadband internet (Fuller, 2021; Yakima Valley Community Foundation & Yakima County,
2020).
At a national level, the E-Rate Program through the FCC reduces the cost of internet for
eligible schools and libraries (Federal Communications Commission, 2020). In 2010, the Open
Internet Order promoted free speech and limited the ability of ISPs to discriminate based upon
ability to pay, however it was repealed in 2017, a decision that has been scrutinized for its
potential to worsen existing inequities (Early & Bustillos, 2018). In 2021, the Biden
Administration released the American Jobs Plan, which would allocate $2 trillion for
infrastructure development, some of which would go towards broadband internet (The White
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House, 2021a). Also in 2021, the bipartisan Accessible, Affordable Internet for All Act (H.R.
1783) was re-introduced to release federal funding for internet access in unserved or underserved
communities (Early & Hernandez, 2021; H.R. 1783 - Accessible, Affordable Internet for All Act,
2021). See Figure 1 for a Socioecological Model demonstrating the multiple levels of influence
related to digital equity and EJ.

Federal, state, and local policies related to
digital equity and EJ

Organizations working on digital
equity and EJ
Interactions between organizations
working on digital equity and EJ;
Availability of community resources
Sharing of information across
social networks related to
digital equity and EJ

Individual level of digital
literacy, perceived and actual
impact of digital equity and
environmental injustices
Figure 1. Socioecological Model: Digital Equity & Environmental Justice

In conclusion, there are opportunities for EJ work that are missed when those who are
disproportionately impacted by environmental injustices also remain disconnected to the internet,
however, opportunities exist to alleviate this issue. One method is through the passage of the
Accessible, Affordable Internet for All Act (H.R. 1783). Furthermore, opportunities exist to
establish digital equity as an EJ issue and as a social determinant of health to harness the power
of the internet to address environmental injustices, and engage key stakeholders on this issue.
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Overall, internet access allows for the establishment of communities impacted by
environmental injustices as experts who can contribute to knowledge, aligning with the concept
of alternative epidemiology (Wing, 1998). These communities should be able to easily access
data related to environmental health where they live and work as well as to communicate
environmental concerns in their community, which may not be captured by larger datasets.
Context for this Work
As part of the internship requirement of the Master of Public Health (MPH) Program at
the University of San Francisco, or USF (please see Appendix A for a list of MPH competencies
addressed in this paper), I worked with the Yakima Valley BAT to address digital inequities in
Yakima Valley, Washington from June 2020 to April 2021 (Yakima Valley Community
Foundation & Yakima County, 2020). We promoted an internet speed test to supplement data
from the FCC and created, distributed, and analyzed the results of a needs assessment to better
understand gaps and opportunities as they relate to broadband internet access and utilization in
the community (Fuller, 2021).
Concurrently, I continued my employment with the University of California, San
Francisco’s Program on Reproductive Health and the Environment (UCSF PRHE). UCSF PRHE
studies the effects of exposures to toxic environmental chemicals on reproductive health and
child development, translating scientific findings into information that can be used to inform
clinical care and policy (Program on Reproductive Health and the Environment, 2021). It was
through this separate but complementary work that I recognized the potential to address digital
equity as an EJ issue.
To understand the present digital divide, I worked closely with the BAT on their needs
assessment development, reviewing previously established assessments around community
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broadband access (City of Seattle, 2018; Stevens County/Spokane Tribe Broadband Action
Team, 2019) with another MPH student at USF. I also met with the BAT on a regular basis to
discuss and learn about the unique challenges faced by the community regarding broadband
internet access. I listened into meetings where digital equity was discussed at a state level as well
as Fiber for Breakfast calls conducted by the Fiber Broadband Association which provided a
foundational understanding of historical and current policy related to broadband internet on a
national level (Fiber Broadband Association, 2021). Recognizing the opportunity to establish
digital equity as an EJ issue based upon my experience and current role in the environmental
health sector, I began to look into the literature to supplement my understand of digital equity
and EJ.
Methods
I searched PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar to identify primary sources. I also
conducted Google searches to identify policy updates and publicly available discourse related to
broadband internet in the US. I limited my search to 2011-2021 to ensure that the information I
was reviewing was as relevant as possible and I only reviewed literature written in English, as
this is the language I am most fluent in. The key words I utilized to identify primary sources
included: “internet access” AND indigenous AND broadband AND “social determinant of
health” AND “digital divide” AND “environmental” AND “health” AND racial/ethnic AND
disparities AND “environmental health” AND “digital equity” AND technology AND
“environmental justice” AND “internet access” AND internet AND justice AND environmental
activism AND communities AND native. I also engaged with coworkers at UCSF PRHE who
are experts in the field of environmental health and environmental health policy for
recommendations on literature to supplement my review, which expanded my search criteria to
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articles that touched on racial justice. Additionally, I decided to remove publications that
focused primarily on smartphone utilization, mobile health, and inpatient portals as these topics
are beyond the scope of this paper.
I reviewed all abstracts identified in my search to determine relevance to my thesis. If
they were relevant, I proceeded to read the entire paper and extract key findings. I then reviewed
current policies and publicly available discourse related to broadband internet to understand how
to synthesize the literature and make recommendations.
Recommendations
Although the US has much work to do, there are feasible, actionable ways to start
improving digital equity and leverage the power of the internet to address environmental
injustices. Specifically, there is opportunity to advocate for the passage of H.R. 1783, establish
digital equity as a social determinant of health, and identify digital equity as a method to
generate meaningful civic engagement around EJ work by engaging key stakeholders.
Advocating for the passage of H.R. 1783 is an important first step in addressing the
digital divide (Early & Hernandez, 2021; H.R. 1783 - Accessible, Affordable Internet for All
Act, 2021). This bill was re-introduced in March 2021 and most recently (April 2021) was
referred to the Subcommittee on Commodity Exchanges, Energy, and Credit. It would release
almost $100 billion in federal funding towards increasing broadband internet access and
affordability in the US. Its overall goals are to better understand affordability as it relates to
broadband internet access, understand how effectively federal funds have been allocated to
increase broadband access to individuals who are considered to be at a “social disadvantage”
when considering access, establish a digital equity grant program for states, increase broadband
internet affordability especially for lower income households, establish greater pricing
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transparency for broadband ISPs, expand access in unserved and underserved regions, and
provide Wi-Fi on school buses. The bill also requests that states who wish to be awarded a digital
equity grant collaborate directly with stakeholders, which include but are not limited to nonprofit
organizations, individuals residing in rural regions, and veterans.
Furthermore, the bill also includes environmental mitigation activities as they relate to
broadband infrastructure as an allowable cost for grant awardees. This is crucial, as developing
the infrastructure for broadband does have inherent environmental hazards that cannot be
ignored. For example, both the creation and disposal of technology devices may lead to exposure
to hazardous materials (Williams, 2011), which is discussed in more detail later in this paper.
As the bill is reviewed by relevant subcommittees and other key stakeholders, it is
important to critically evaluate it to ensure it is accomplishing what it has set out to achieve and
understand its pros and cons compared to the status quo (Table 1). If ultimately passed, I
recommend continuing to evaluate the bill specifically as it relates to equity (1) and efficiency
(2):
1) Evaluating this bill as it relates to equity means looking at how it distributes costs and
benefits across the population. As the goal of this policy is to connect everyone across
the US to efficient broadband internet, benefits should be equitably distributed across
population subgroups. These benefits could be evaluated by reviewing which states
request and receive digital equity grant funding, annual progress reports from states
who receive the funding, as well as reviewing updated FCC data to determine how
many households are connected to broadband internet five years after this bill goes
into effect.
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2) Evaluating this bill as it relates to efficiency means reviewing it from a costeffectiveness standpoint, looking at how the policy meets objectives while being
mindful of financial impacts. The efficiency of this particular bill could be evaluated
in terms of how effectively it increases access to job opportunities and reduces
healthcare costs. One could review the impact on job opportunities by looking at
employment rates across the US five years after the passage of this bill. The reduction
of healthcare costs could be reviewed by looking at the number of telehealth visits for
preventative care that occurred five years after the passage of this bill and estimating
how these services reduced the need for more costly curative care.
Table 1. Evaluation of H.R. 1783 v. Status Quo
Positive Outcomes

Trade-Offs

Accessible,
Affordable
Internet for
All Act (H.R.
1783)

❖ Expanded access of broadband
internet to all individuals living
in the US
❖ Increased affordability of
broadband internet

❖ Potential environmental hazards
related to increasing access
❖ Lack of clarity around how
funds may be re-allocated from
other programs to support this
bill

Status Quo

❖ Ability to budget effectively for
this as it is the current status quo

❖ The digital divide will increase,
leaving many individuals living
in the US behind in terms of
opportunities for economic
mobility, civic engagement,
access to healthcare services,
education, and social justice

Additionally, there are some suggestions I would make to improve this bill as it is
currently written, and others like it, in the interest of promoting social and environmental justice.
The first suggestion is to more widely communicating the bill to the general public and, in
particular, the communities of interest that are considered to be unserved or underserved in terms
of broadband internet access to gather their comments and feedback on the proposal. For
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example, at this point in time the only method through which I was able to provide feedback on
this bill was navigating to the proposed bill itself online, which is written in extremely technical
language, locating my representative, and then searching for their contact information. It was
not easy to determine how to provide feedback and, furthermore, the fact that it appears to be
most easily accessed online poses a barrier for communities who currently experience access
issues.
The second recommendation relates to the requirement as outlined in the bill for states
interested in receiving the digital equity grant to establish a State Digital Equity Plan. I would go
a step further to suggest that all states be required by H.R. 1783 to have State Digital Equity Plan
regardless of whether or not they are applying for digital equity funding. Lastly, I would
advocate that the lawmakers increase the benchmark that establishes “adoption of broadband
service” currently proposed by the bill (H.R. 1783 - Accessible, Affordable Internet for All Act,
2021). As it is written, the bill utilizes the FCC’s minimum benchmark for broadband internet at
connection speeds of at least 25 megabits per second (Mbps) download and 3 Mbps upload
(Federal Communications Commission, 2015), however this benchmark has been widely debated
and considered insufficient by many, with recent bipartisan efforts advocating for the FCC to
review and increase it (Bennet, King, Portman, Manchin Urge Biden Administration to Create
Modern, Unified Federal Broadband Standard, 2021).
Another step towards addressing digital equity in an effort to improve EJ is establishing
digital equity as a social determinant of health. In the Healthy People 2030 Objectives, while
increasing access to broadband internet is included as an objective, it is categorized under health
communications and information technology, not as a social determinant of health (Healthy
People 2030, 2020). Reclassifying digital equity as a social determinant of health is important as
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governmental organizations like the CDC utilize these objectives to determine program
priorities. Therefore, establishing broadband internet access as a social determinant of health
would provide the necessary traction for the CDC and other governmental organizations to
prioritize programs and allocate additional federal funding that supports digital equity (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Furthermore, there is support in the literature around
establishing broadband internet access as a social determinant of health that was discussed even
before the COVID-19 pandemic forced much of life to online platforms (Bauerly et al., 2019;
Benda et al., 2020; Early & Bustillos, 2018; Early & Hernandez, 2021; Sieck et al., 2021).
Lastly, I recommend that addressing digital equity be identified as a method to generate
meaningful civic engagement for EJ work. In doing so, we can continue to move away from the
technocratic model and towards a model that correctly legitimatizes local knowledge (Coburn,
2005; Cordner et al., 2019). Connecting with communities facilitates understanding of the
environmental impact of
policies, research, programs,
businesses, and other
ventures, and the internet is
conduit through which
conversation can and does
occur to address challenges
and opportunities (Jordan et
al., 2011). Therefore, there
needs to be a greater effort to
Figure 2. Source:
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internetbroadband/?menuItem=3109350c-8dba-4b7f-ad52-a3e976ab8c8f

conceptualize digital equity
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as an issue of concern for individuals working in environmental health and EJ. To my
knowledge, there is currently just one blog post (Funes, 2021) and one dissertation (Dailey,
2008) that explicitly explore digital equity as an EJ issue, pointing to major gaps in current
literature, understanding, and recognition.
As a first step,
key stakeholders (see
Appendix B for
examples) need to be
involved in
conversations about
how digital equity has
implications for EJ.
Evaluation of this
specific
recommendation can
occur through surveying

Figure 3. Source: https://ejscreen.epa.gov/mapper/

organizations working in environmental health to understand the impact of digital inequities on
their own work. Furthermore, one can review data from the Pew Research Center and maps from
EJScreen (see Figures 2 & 3 for examples) to assess (ideally on an annual basis) how progress
related to EJ and digital equity is being made by race/ethnicity and income level.
Implications & Discussion
Improving digital equity has broad implications for public health in the context of EJ.
There is opportunity to address and even mitigate environmental health issues by ensuring
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individuals have access to a variety of resources and can participate in communication platforms
via the internet. However, there are also important limitations to consider when pursuing digital
equity in the context of EJ work (Figure 4).

Public Health
Opportunities

ØIncreased civic engagement
ØIncreased dialogue between affected communities and
key stakeholders
ØAccess to EJ resources and education
ØOpportunity for advocacy work that can lead to healthprotective EJ policies and regulations
ØShift away from the technocratic model

Public Health
Challenges

ØEnsuring EJ resources on the internet are truly accessible
ØAddressing exposure to toxic chemicals that come with
the manufacturing and disposal of devices
ØConstant vigilance required in terms of new policies and
regulations related to broadband internet access

Future
Directions

ØCreating programs that support digital literacy
ØAdvocating for organizations to use the internet to
engage with communities to facilitate decision-making,
especially for regulatory agencies
ØContinued conversations around internet as a public
utility
ØResearch on internet use and EJ

Figure 4. Summary of Implications
Access to the internet allows communities to obtain resources and participate in discourse
related to environmental injustices. Increasing education about EJ can empower individuals,
facilitating their understanding of how to reduce harmful environmental exposures on an
individual and community level. The caveat, however, is that these resources are only beneficial
if they are truly accessible to individuals via the internet, which can be accomplished by
achieving digital equity and making EJ resources easy to locate, easy to navigate, written at
appropriate literacy levels, and culturally relevant for communities.
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Access to these resources on the internet can accelerate conversation across geographic
barriers around environmental health issues between communities who may share similar
experiences and can engage in discourse around challenges and opportunities. These
conversations hold the potential to inform advocacy work and generate public pressure around
environmental injustices. This type of advocacy work can impact policy and provide information
for key stakeholders (e.g., policymakers, politicians, regulatory agencies, etc.) to make health
protective decisions. Furthermore, these conversations and the knowledge acquisition and
generation that comes from using the internet as a medium, supports the continued shift of power
dynamics away from a technocratic model and towards one that correctly establishes affected
communities as credible sources (Cordner et al., 2019). This paradigm shift is particularly
important in the context of EJ, in which national or even state datasets and/or traditionally
trained experts in the field may have an incomplete understanding of the nuances of
environmental injustices for a specific community.
Furthermore, the increased civic engagement that comes with using the internet to
address EJ can improve one’s social capital, which has positive implications for overall health
(Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 2021). For example, in one cross-sectional
study, researchers found a positive association between civic engagement and physical activity
as information about physical activity resources were communicated through a social network
(Marquez et al., 2016). This same concept could, therefore, be applied to information sharing on
the internet about environmental injustices and resources.
There are, however, also important limitations when considering digital equity as an EJ
issue. Specifically, individuals working to manufacture and recycle technology devices may be
exposed to toxic chemicals, namely brominated flame retardants (Williams, 2011), which can
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cause several negative health outcomes including cancer and developmental disorders. One must
be aware of these exposures and actively seek to mitigate them while concurrently striving to
improve digital equity. Additionally, as policies and regulations regarding broadband internet are
still relatively novel, it is important to continue to be critical of proposals to determine who is
truly benefitting most from them – the general public, ISPs, or other large corporations – and
how they will impact environmental injustices. For example, even as this paper was finalized, the
Biden Administration signed an executive order that included directives related to the previously
repealed Open Internet Order, specifically net neutrality, and demonstrated support for an
infrastructure bill that would allocate $65 billion to broadband infrastructure (New York Times,
2021; The White House, 2021b).
To alleviate these issues, one must focus on lessening the harmful health effects and
bolstering the benefits and co-benefits of improving digital equity as it relates to EJ. For
example, a particular co-benefit is the reduction of vehicle traffic, and, therefore, the associated
pollution, due to telecommuting or accessing services via the internet from ones’ home rather
than in person (Williams, 2011).
Future work that continues to balance the positive and negative effects of achieving
digital equity in the context of addressing EJ should inform programs that support digital literacy
so that all individuals are able to navigate the internet successfully and safely and can access
available EJ resources. There is also opportunity to require organizations, like the US EPA, to
more proactively engage with communities using the internet to facilitate their work in a
meaningful way, establishing a mutually beneficial relationship in which communities are
empowered to inform regulatory decisions more directly.
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Neither digital equity nor EJ will be achieved through just one policy or regulation - these
are critical areas that require prioritization in the public health field. Ultimately, this work can
inform research on how the internet is being used to address environmental injustices, novel
methods to further leverage its abilities in terms of addressing EJ, and the association between
digital equity and environmental health. Furthermore, conversations about policies establishing
the internet as a public utility in the US have been on the rise (The Committee for Greater LA et
al., 2020). These conversations may be worthwhile to revisit as the utilization of the internet
continues to increase and evolve. It also is important to note that the internet is here to stay and
individuals who remain disconnected will continue experiencing significant barriers to accessing
educational and social justice opportunities, both of which have implications for public health.
With this in mind, there must be constant, critical evaluation of how to reduce unintended negative
public health consequences, emphasize benefits, and continue to establish the internet as an
accessible, affordable service for everyone regardless of sociodemographic factors.
Conclusion
Failure to address the digital divide has implications for conducting EJ work when the
same communities disproportionately impacted by environmental injustices are also
disproportionately impacted by digital inequities. Although progress has been made in the US, it
must continue through establishing digital equity as an EJ issue, passing H.R. 1783 and other
policies like it, and establishing digital equity as a social determinant of health. These actions
will enhance capacity to understand and advocate for EJ, impact environmental health policy,
and reduce, or even prevent, environmental health issues.
Meaningful next steps include advocating for policies like H.R. 1783 that improve digital
equity, conducting research around digital equity in the context of EJ, establishing programs that
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improve digital literacy for communities, continuing conversations with key stakeholders around
broadband internet access as a social determinant of health and establishing the internet as a
public utility, and engaging individuals, organizations, and communities who conduct EJ work to
generate broad public support. Addressing digital equity is more important now than ever before
with the COVID-19 pandemic shifting key resources and access to social justice online, a
transition that is unlikely to revert back to pre-pandemic norms. Through achieving digital equity
and ensuring everyone is able to access internet in their homes, the full potential of the internet
can be realized in terms of improving EJ. Failing to achieve digital equity will only result in
broader inequities, leaving those who remain disconnected far behind.
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Appendix A
Competency Chosen from
Foundational & Concentration
Competency List
(To be completed at the beginning
of the semester)
#19 Communicate audienceappropriate public health content,
both in writing and through oral
presentation

Specific Portion of Paper and/or Poster
Creation & Presentation Synthesizing
Competency
(To be completed at the end of the
semester)
Development of a capstone paper that
proposes digital equity as an environmental
justice issue and related oral presentation,
which is scheduled for Friday, August 13th,
2021, as part of Health Professions Day for
students in the Master of Public Health
Program at the University of San Francisco.
#6 Discuss the means by which
Through my capstone paper, I examine the
structural bias, social inequities and racial and economic disparities related to
racism undermine health and create environmental justice and access to
challenges to achieving health
household broadband internet. These
equity at organizational, community disparities create major challenges to
and societal levels
achieving health equity at organizational,
community, and societal levels. In my paper,
I define how digital inequities have
implications for access to healthcare,
economic opportunities, and social justice.
#7 Assess population needs, assets
In my capstone paper, I outline how digital
and capacities that affect
inequities in the context of environmental
communities' health
justice impact a community’s ability to access
environmental health resources, participate in
communication platforms about
environmental justice issues, and advocate for
environmental justice issues by leveraging the
power of the internet.
#14 Advocate for political, social
In my capstone paper, I advocate for the
and economic policies and
passage of the Accessible, Affordable Internet
programs that will improve health
for All Act (H.R. 1783), which promotes
in diverse populations
digital equity and holds potential to improve
health outcomes related to digital inequity
when considering environmental justice
issues in the United States. I also propose
further discussion about digital equity as a
social determinant of health and recommend
further conversation about establishing
broadband internet as a public utility.
#15 Evaluate policies for their
I evaluate H.R. 1783 in my paper to
impact on public health and health
determine its ability to achieve digital equity
equity
in the United States in the context of

Confirmed by
Faculty
Y/N
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#1 Apply moral, human rights,
social justice, and/or legal
principles to public health practice
(MPH Generalist Concentration
Competencies)

addressing environmental justice, which has
implications for public health.
In my capstone paper, I focus on one area of
social justice – environmental justice. I apply
an environmental justice perspective to
establishing digital equity, and also
incorporate principles related to community
based participatory research in which
communities are considered credible experts
when it comes to knowledge acquisition and
decision making.
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Appendix B
Stakeholder Analysis
Stakeholder
Interest/Impact Influence What is
Name
important to
(Organization)
the
stakeholder?

FCC

How could the
stakeholder
contribute to
the project?

High

Regulating
Adopting rules
communications that increase
across the US.
access and
affordability of
broadband
internet.

Biden
Medium
Administration

Medium

Promoting EJ.

ISPs

High

Meeting
business
objectives;
Profiting from
their business.

High

Low

Recognizing
that digital
equity is an
important
factor to
address in
terms of
achieving EJ
and addressing
other social
justice issues.
Prioritizing the
expansion of
broadband
internet access
for
underserved
and unserved
communities.

How could
the
stakeholder
block the
project?
Continuing to
function on
incomplete
data to make
regulatory
decisions.

Strategy for engaging the
stakeholder

Continuing to provide more
robust data related to
broadband internet access
for underserved and
unserved communities.

By reApplying public pressure on
prioritizing
the issue and demonstrating
other
administrative how digital equity can align
issues and de- with addressing EJ concerns.
prioritizing
EJ and
broadband
internet
access.
Continuing to
increase
prices of
broadband
internet and
not expanding
to
underserved
or unserved
regions.

Incentivizing their expansion
to underserved or unserved
regions through tax credits
or other financial means.
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EJ
Organizations

Medium

Low

Addressing
environmental
injustices and
advocating on
behalf of
affected
populations.

By recognizing
digital equity
as a means by
which to
achieve their
goals.

Not
recognizing
digital equity
as an avenue
by which to
address EJ
concerns.

Demonstrating digital equity
as an EJ issue through
research and media
attention.

EJ
Communities

Medium

Low

Addressing
environmental
issues in their
community.

Agreeing that
digital equity is
a means by
which to
address EJ
concerns.

Not
recognizing
digital equity
as a means by
which to
address
environmental
issues in their
community.

Educating the community on
the opportunities available
for greater civic engagement
using the internet through
social marketing, accessible
research, and increased
media attention.

US EPA

Low

Low

Protecting the
environment
and health in
the US.

Understanding
that promoting
digital equity
can help the
agency align
with the
priorities of the
Biden
Administration;
Ensuring that
resources as
they relate to
environmental
health provided
online are
accessible.

By not
understanding
the link
between the
digital divide
and EJ; By
continuing to
create
inaccessible
resources on
the internet
about
environmental
health.

Applying public pressure
towards the agency’s
support of improving digital
equity as a means by which
to address EJ; Recognizing
broadband internet access as
a social determinant of
health.

